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Big Tech’s Election Plans Have a Blind Spot: Influencers
Platforms like Facebook and Google are sharing their plans to pause political ads around
Election Day. That’s won’t stop all paid campaigning.
IN THE MONTHS  before the 2016 election, Samuel Woolley worried a lot about bots being used to hijack political
conversation online. Woolley, the director of propaganda research at the University of Texas at Austin’s Center for Media
Engagement, found it frighteningly easy for someone to swarm the web with fake comments and posts from an
automated bot network. What would stop a candidate or outside group from bombarding social media with artificial
praise or slandering their opponent? Fortunately, platforms like Facebook and Twitter have developed strategies to target
that kind of behavior. So now, instead of bots to boost political messaging, Woolley says, “what we’ve seen is more usage
of real users.”
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By “real users,” Woolley means influencers. His research group has been tracking the ways political groups—from
candidates to PACs to outside organizations—are increasingly turning to digital creators as part of their campaigns. It’s
not just influencers with massive followings, either. Sure, Brad Pitt did a campaign ad for Joe Biden, but Woolley says
highly visible celebrity endorsements overshadow campaigns’ use of nanoinfluencers, who have fewer than 10,000
followers. These more modest influencers tend to have closer relationships to their audience and higher engagement too
—twice as high as bigger influencers, according to a recent industry report. And that kind of authentic connection is
valuable to any advertiser, whether it’s a fashion label or a candidate running for office.
“The campaigning world is years behind the brand world, and influencer marketing is already huge in the brand world,
so I’d be very surprised if this doesn’t pick up in the next few years,” says Ana Goodwin, who recently cowrote a white
paper with Woolley. (The group also wrote an op-ed on the subject for WIRED this summer.)
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Social media companies have revamped their political ad policies since the 2016 election, after it was discovered that
Russian actors targeted US voters using paid ads on platforms like Facebook. Now, some platforms like Twitter and
TikTok have washed their hands clean of paid political content altogether. Facebook decided earlier this month to pause
election-related ads after polls close on November 3; on Tuesday, Google announced it would do the same. Facebook has
also placed a moratorium on running new political ads in the week before the election. But those decisions do little to
address the influence industry, a gray zone between advertising and organic content. “If we’re thinking about the ways in
which different sorts of strategies and tech gets used in campaigns, nanoinfluencers are definitely among the most novel
and problematic,” says Woolley.
The regulations governing online political ads in the US are over a decade old, and they have plenty of blind spots. While
the Federal Trade Commission now requires influencers to disclose paid partnerships with brands, for example, the
Federal Election Commission has remained mostly silent. (One attempt to update the law for the internet era, the Honest
Ads Act, has stalled in Congress.) As a result, policing the crossover between election campaigns and influencer
campaigns has largely fallen to the platforms.
Facebook and Instagram, where much of this activity takes place, asks influencers—including those working with
political campaigns—to use its branded content tools. Candidates, PACs, and political parties can all be tagged in branded
content; influencers can also signify that a post is an ad by using the “paid for by” disclosure, although those ads wouldn’t
show up in Facebook’s Ad Library alongside other political ads. Even still, the policy is tricky to enforce. When it comes to
influencer marketing, Facebook can’t track who is being paid, how much, and by whom, because money changes hands
off-platform. In other words, there’s often no way to tell the difference between a paid post and a personal endorsement
of a candidate unless an influencer discloses it.
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Defining a “paid” partnership can also be challenging. “Brands do a lot of gifting as well, mind you, so being paid can be
defined very widely,” says Elma Beganovich, the cofounder of the digital marketing agency Amra & Elma. “Some clients
will say ‘supplied by Dior’ if something is gifted with Dior.” If a political group compensates influencers not with cash but
with access or campaign swag, Beganovich says there isn’t yet a standard term to signify a relationship. “So then how do
you disclose that? What’s the correct hashtag to use? It’s a very new space.”
Given the lack of transparency, Goodwin at UT Austin says it’s difficult to estimate the scale of influencer campaigning.
“If they aren’t disclosing correctly, then it is nearly impossible to track them down,” she says, “which is what makes it a
scary and potentially really powerful tool.”
TikTok may not allow political advertising, but a BBC investigation found influencers there posting videos about
registering to vote without disclosing that they were being paid; some influencers also encouraged viewers to vote out
Trump. Last month, The Washington Post reported the pro-Trump group Turning Point Action had paid teenagers to
make thousands of posts targeting Democratic politicians and news outlets on Twitter, Facebook, and Instagram. Some
of the posts contained misinformation about topics like the coronavirus and vote-by-mail.
It can also be hard to tell the difference between an organic political post and one that’s created in partnership with a
campaign, especially in a year when more influencers are speaking up about politics. But some definitely are affiliated
with political campaigns. Michael Bloomberg grabbed headlines when he sponsored meme accounts and hired hundreds
of people to post about his campaign on social media during the presidential primaries. Since winning the Democratic
nomination, Joe Biden has taken an arguably more measured approach.
Over the summer, the Biden campaign hired Village Marketing, an influencer marketing agency, to set up livestreamed
conversations between Biden and several influencers, including Elle Walker (creator of What’s Up Moms, “the #1
parenting network on YouTube”) and Bethany Mota (“style, travel, comedy, beauty, cooking, positivity, and more”). The
agency’s founder told Business Insider that none of the influencers were paid to post the videos. "That's what I think is so
authentic and awesome about this campaign and this approach,” she said. “We picked people who have the right voice or
the right audience to have a topical conversation."
Influencer marketing is not the most pressing challenge in this election cycle, when issues like the pandemic and
misinformation have all made voting itself a challenge. But this use of influencers isn’t going away any time soon. If
anything, the UT researchers say, the format could become even more attractive as platforms strengthen their oversight
elsewhere. “One person we interviewed told us about the issues they’d had going through Facebook’s political ads
system,” says Katie Joseff, who works alongside Woolley at UT Austin. “They said they wanted to start using influencers
so they wouldn’t have to deal with the hassle.”
More From WIRED on Election 2020
📩  Want the latest on tech, science, and more? Sign up for our newsletters!
12 cyber threats that could wreak havoc on the election
The horny internet wants you to vote
How we’ll know the election wasn’t rigged
A Texas county clerk’s bold crusade to transform how we vote
Wikipedia's plan to resist Election Day misinformation
Read all of our election coverage here
Arielle Pardes is a senior writer at WIRED, where she works on stories about our relationship to our technology. Previously she was a
senior editor for VICE. She is an alumna of the University of Pennsylvania and lives in San Francisco.
SENIOR WRITER
Featured Video
